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The centrality of systems
In a series of seminal books spanning a lifetime, no one has done a more commanding and effective job than Russell L. Ackoff and his colleagues in identifying and laying out the precise definition and nature of systems.
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Although we introduce a number of key modifications throughout, and even have some serious disagreements, for the most part, we not only accept but build on Ackoff 's pioneering ideas.
First of all, a system is an intentionally designed, systematically organized, whole entity (e.g., an automobile, computer, smart building, etc.) that has one or more essential functions so that an individual and/or group of people are thereby able to realize a set of important purposes. Furthermore, the functions, not the parts, are critical in defining the system. (Notice that the "group of people" and their "associated purposes" may in turn constitute additional systems.)
For example, in terms of systems thinking, an automobile is defined primarily by its function(s), not its parts. The parts are certainly critical for without them the functions cannot be realized. The manufacturing of parts is of course critical to auto companies. In doing so, auto companies need their own systems. Still, it is the functions, and above all, the purposes they are intended to serve, that dictate which parts should be manufactured and thus be in cars. Of course the functions and purposes are often "artificial" in the sense that they are "created" by marketing campaigns, i.e., other systems, and therefore are not "natural desires" on the part of consumers. To be more precise, a system consists of an integrated set of parts and functions.
A car's function is to allow people to accomplish specific purposes such as moving to a desired location by a desired route in a desired time. Cars also have additional functions such as to enable people to engage in a form of entertainment and relaxation. Driving a car also allows people to "blow off steam" under "semi controlled conditions" even though it can very easily lead to road rage, which can be deadly.
By means of their functions, the parts exist to allow people to accomplish significant purposes, not the other way around. That is, the people do not exist for the parts or the system in which they are embedded, although the parts can certainly give rise to new functions and purposes that the system's designers did not anticipate or intend. And, no doubt, many systems force unintended purposes on people.
A critical distinction is that a system's parts have functions while only humans as purposive individuals have purposes. Thus, a car has major
